Rich though our museums may be in examples of early Italian painting, they offer in one respect a very incomplete representation of this art. Of the two major modes of painting practiced in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, tempera and fresco, our galleries can show almost nothing of the latter-through no fault of their own, to be sure, because all sorts of difficulties prevent the detachment and transportation of large mural paintings on plaster. These difficulties have resulted, nevertheless, in a real lack-almost as if we had only the chamber music of the nineteenth century and not the symphonies. It is not simply that we cannot often see here paintings done in the water-color technique. We miss, as it were, the variety of voices in the larger works, the broader design, the expanded scale. And this is true even though Italian paintings vary less than others in relation to their size. For these reasons the Mannerist and baroque pictures in Mr. Ringling's museum in Sarasota, many of them very large, give an unusual impression of historical completeness and authenticity. This impression is enhanced by the building and the site, and altogether it is so vivid that a spectator, standing amidst these enormous canvases hung on water-stained walls and sensing the cool dampness of the vast interior while looking outside at the blue sky, the brilliant light, and the palms-this spectator would believe himself to be in a museum in Rome were it not that the shoes of the guards fail to squeak. Sarasota however is unique, and for the earlier period of Italian painting we find only occasionally in our museums a fresco or a very large altarpiece. The Metropolitan Museum has a large Florentine fresco and an altarpiece of similar size by Benvenuto di Giovanni. A second altarpiece, earlier and more interesting, has just been acquired for The Cloisters. The new painting, which is exhibited in the Early Gothic Hall, measures 99 by 64 inches, approximating in size the largest early altarpieces that we know: the great Madonnas by Giotto and Cimabue and the still larger Rucellai Madonna by Duccio. It shares with these works also a proportion of roughly 3 to 2, but in two respects it is quite different. Instead of terminating above in a gable in the fashion of these and other fourteenth-century altarpieces, it is rectangular. Furthermore, it has a blue rather than a gold background, and it is painted not on panel but on cloth-several pieces of cloth stitched together. It cannot have been painted originally on panel and later transferred to cloth, for the characteristic craquelure of wood is absent and the designs in the halos are painted rather than stamped.
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In the course of the fifteenth century cloth alone without wood backing began to be used occasionally as a ground for paintings. Earlier, in the fourteenth century, cloth was employed only for processional banners, and Borenius as well as Van Marle have therefore claimed that the Cloisters picture was one of these. In the banners, of which the Museum's Spinello Aretino is one of the best extant examples, the ground was prepared by superimposing layers of gesso on the cloth, as in the case of panels. The main field of these works, furthermore, was rectangular. The new picture is similar in both these respects. Was it then a banner? Works of this sort are, so far as I know, painted on both sides. Though the reverse of the Cloisters canvas is no longer visible because of relining, X-rays disclose, as Murray Pease has told me, that there was never any painting there. And while banners, which were carried in processions by religious societies, often portrayed the members, the Cloisters picture seems to represent not a group of this sort but a family. Also, banners are seldom over five or six feet high. To suppose that a pic-
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The Intercession of Christ and the Virgin, an altarpiece by a Florentine painter, I402 (?). Tempera on canvas. Formerly in the cathedral of Florence. At The Cloisters ture more than eight feet high by more than five feet wide was periodically carried through the streets of Florence in religious processions would imply either that the city was regularly windless on holy days or that the citizens actually possessed the stature of the people that Michelangelo conjured up for us. There is, moreover, every good reason to believe that ever since the early fifteenth century this picture stood on the altar of a church-no less important a church, indeed, than the cathedral of Florence, as we shall see. While the picture once stood on this altar, it is just possible that it was not originally made for it. If we cannot then definitely claim for it the distinction of being the earliest known painting on canvas that was commissioned for an altar, it is, so far as I know, the earliest painting of this sort that was actually displayed in such a place. The composition of the painting consists essentially of three figures: God the Father above, Christ and the Virgin kneeling below, with a group of eight very small figures between them. God the Father, seen frontally, is a broad, massive form; but by a variety of devices the painter has suspended this heavy figure above the other two with such skill that at first we are not aware of its weight. In accordance with an established fourteenth-century tradition he has shown God in half-length only, losing the lower part of his body in a bank of clouds, and he has represented him on a slightly smaller scale than Christ and the Virgin below. He has also fixed the figure within a series of concentric circles. The head and halo, though somewhat off center, compose the innermost of them, and the circles are anchored at the top by their relation to the upper frame. The inner three circles of this symbol of the heavens are painted in successively darker shades of blue, the third similar to the blue of the background (now much repaired), thus serving further to stabilize this floating form. The gradation from light to dark blue in the inner circles is followed by a similar sequence of ocher in the outer three, the last of which still shows traces of stars similar to those in the areas of blue.
As a suspended figure God is painted in light colors, light in value and in their weightless effect; he wears a mantle of pale violet with a scarlet underlining. The colors given to Christ are similarly bound up with his role in the composition. He is the focal figure, the most active of the three. He is engaged with both God and the Virgin, receiving spiritual sustenance from one and physical from the other. He bears the strongest color-maroon-and the changeable yellowgreen of the lining of his mantle corresponds to the "changeableness" of his role in the picture.
The Niccolb di Pietro Gerini nor Mariotto di Nardo, to whom the Cloisters picture has been attributed, were capable of forms so deeply Orcagnesque, or indeed so eloquent, as these. Neither of these painters could conceive so poetic a Madonna, nor so rich a geometric structure for the design as a whole. Our painter must have been a superior, belated follower of Orcagna, active in Florence around the turn of the century, who developed linear "neo-Gothic" forms reminiscent of Lorenzo Monaco. His style is different from that of any of the painters known in Florence at this time, and his identity therefore continues to elude me.
Whoever the painter, his distinction is suggested also by the memorable design-memorable in his own time as we shall see that he gave to a novel representation. One aspect of the theme is traditional enough-the Trinity; and it was this familiar aspect that eighteenth-century writers described first. But even the Trinity, as it appears here, is unconventional. In earlier fourteenth-century altarpieces representing this subject God the Father held a cross to which Christ was affixed; in our picture, on the other hand, Christ is kneeling and pointing to the wound in his side, a sort of living Man of Sorrows. Such a change in the nature of the Second Person is characteristic of the time. There are, at least in the North, contemporary Trinities in which a wounded, pathetic Christ likewise appears-the well-known tondo in the Louvre, for instance, or, a little later, two paintings by the Master of Flemalle. In our picture, however, Christ has a dual role, and it is his second function that decisively influences his attitude and his appearance.
In the course of a book devoted to praise of the Virgin Mary, Ernaldus of Chartres, who died in 1 56, described a scene of double intercession that caught the imagination of the later Middle Ages. So widely was the image disseminated that it was soon ascribed not to the little-known Ernaldus but to Bernard of Clairvaux, the most famous of the twelfth-century worshipers of the Virgin. In its most current form, the passage read:
"O man, you have a secure access to God when the Mother is before her Son, and the Son before his Father. The Mother showed her breast to her Son, the Son showed his wounds to his Father: there where the proofs of love are so many no one can be denied." The image was further disseminated by the Speculum humanae salvationis (Mirror of Human Salvation), which was composed in the early fourteenth century and rapidly became one of the most widely read of all religious texts. The double intercession forms the basis of chapter 39 of this treatise; illustrations of this chapter show in one picture Christ, his arms raised in an orans posture, exhibiting his wounds to God and, in another picture, the Virgin exposing her breast to Christ. In early illustrations of the Speculum these actions of Christ and the Virgin were not combined in one picture, and the painting at The Cloisters seems, indeed, to be the earliest instance of such a combination. It is also the subtlest. In the Cloisters picture, too, the Virgin is a more sympathetic figure, closer than Christ to humanity. It is she who recommends to him, with a beautifully eager yet deferent gesture, eight small figures who kneel in adoration and prayer. The two foremost of these are middleaged laymen, the next two religious women. Both the women wear wimples. The mantle of one is black, of the other green. Behind them we can see the face of a boy and three additional heads. The presence of a youth probably eliminates the possibility that a confraternity is represented and leaves us with the likelihood of two marvels ... Within this interior there are to be seen in the first place two chapels alongside the main portal, and they are that of the Trinity on the left hand and the Conception on the right. First let us consider the altar itself, placed against the west wall of the church between the main portal and the smaller north portal-in other words, immediately on the left hand of a visitor entering the church through the main door. This was a very conspicuous but uncommon place for an altar, and indeed, along with a corresponding altar on the opposite side of the main door, it was sharply criticized by the eighteenth-century historian Follini. Follini asserts that the altars were not in the original design of the building by Arnolfo, who would not have assigned them to this "lowest part" of the church. They give the impression, he added, that more decent and convenient places for altars were lacking.
The altar on the opposite side of the main door was established first. In 1398 the operai of the cathedral decided to move to this place a fresco of the Madonna. Because of miraculous qualities this fresco was attracting so many of the pious that a space suitable for large crowds was needed. An altar was erected, Mariotto di Nardo painted a panel of the Madonna to be placed on it, and the fresco was attached to the wall, apparently above the altarpiece. Over all this a huge wooden tabernacle was raised. It must have looked something like the stone tabernacle built about 1368 over the DragonThe Dragondelli altar in San Domenico, Arezzo, built about I368. The stone tabernacle is similar to the wooden one originally over the Cloisters picture. delli altar in San Domenico, Arezzo, one of the few surviving structures of this kind. In the ceiling of the wooden tabernacle in Florence, called celum and symbolizing the heavens, were set five quatrefoils representing the four Evangelists and, in the center, the Lamb of God. Three of the Evangelists, painted by Lorenzo di Bicci, are now in the sacristy of the cathedral. In the field around these quatrefoils stars were painted -twelve hundred to be exact, according to a record of payment to the painter. This large and unusual construction had a spectacular position in the church, equaled only by the high altar. It was visible the length of the great nave. It apparently proved satisfactory visually and as a center for the cult, for a few years later the operai decided to establish a corresponding altar on the opposite side of the main door. By 1402 the tabernacle had probably been raised over this altar, and Mariotto di Nardo, who had painted the altarpiece for the first altar, was now paid for five quatrefoils to be placed in the celum. These quatrefoils, representing Christ surrounded by the Doctors of the Church, were still in the tabernacle when it was described in 1757 by Richa. Today they are preserved in the sacristy.
But what about the images on the altar itself? In I409 we learn that the altar was dedicated to the Trinity, while on the mensa stood two marble statues of the Annunciation, possibly the wellknown ones now in the Opera del Duomo, often attributed to Nanni di Banco. It was resolved in that year, and again in I414, that the two marble figures be removed to the Porta della Mandorla, then being built. The record states that they were made for the Porta, and they were thus placed only temporarily upon the altar of the Trinity. The strong presumption is that behind them, at the back of the mensa, there stood an image of the Trinity itself. Now the Cloisters picture, which was definitely on the altar in the eighteenth century, represents, in one aspect at least, the Trinity, and it was as a Trinity that the writers of that period, such as Cambiagi, described it. It was, however, a Trinity of a kind that first appeared only in the late fourteenth century, the Second Person being a sort of Pieta or Man of Sorrows exhibiting his wounds. This aspect of the theme assumes special significance in the light of a record of 1439 identifying the altar as "of the Trinity or Pieta." For all these reasons, then, it seems highly probable that the Cloisters picture stood on the altar in 1409. Evidence of another kind transmutes this probability to a certainty.
The interceding Virgin appeared frequently in late medieval art. Indeed, she was represented on the very monument in the cathedral of This theme is, of course, a ubiquitous one in Christian art, but we are bound to observe that it has no special relation with the main theme of the picture. If any scenes from the lives of Christ or the Virgin were to be adduced in connection with this subject they would be the Crucifixion, when Christ received his wounds, and the Nativity, when the Virgin gave him her breast. Why, then, the Annunciation? The history of the altar will perhaps tell us. In I409 and I414, as we have mentioned, two marble statues of the Annunciation stood on the altar. Thereafter, up to I441 at least, the records of payment for the embellishment of this altar sometimes refer to it as the altar of the Trinity, but at other times they appear to refer to it as the altar of the Annunciation. Filippino's picture seems to reflect, in an attractive way, this dual dedication. We do not know whether it was originally destined for San Francesco in Prato or some other church, but no doubt it was commissioned by someone who intended to perpetuate elsewhere the cult of the prominent altar in the cathedral of Florence.
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